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For my family.
 For Harriett, loved beyond words,
 For Caroline, the air I breath,
 For James, Ed and Will, my beating heart.
 We have been through hell together,
 the bonds of love and family holding us up.
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PRONUNCIATION GUIDE


ð: sounds like “th” in “they”; Guðvarr is pronounced “Guthvarr”


j: sound like “y” in “yellow”; Brynja is pronounced “Brynya”


ø: sounds like “ir” in “bird”; Røkia is pronounced “Rirkia”









CAST OF CHARACTERS


The Battle-Grim


Agnar Broksson – chief of the Battle-Grim, slain in an act of betrayal by Biórr on the ash-plain of Oskutreð


Elvar Fire-Fist – daughter of Jarl Störr. She has sworn the blood oath to find Bjarn, son of Uspa the Seiðr-witch, to rescue him from Ilska the Cruel and her Raven-Feeders, in return for Uspa guiding the Battle-Grim to fabled Oskutreð, the heart of where the gods fought and died


Grend – companion and guardian of Elvar. Has also sworn the blood oath to find Bjarn


Huld – youngest of the Battle-Grim after Elvar. She grew up on the hard streets of Svelgarth


Sighvat the Fat – second to Agnar, a fierce warrior, though more interested in food than making decisions. Swore the blood oath to rescue Bjarn from Ilska’s Raven-Feeders


Sólín Spittle – one of the longest-serving of the Battle-Grim, she lost some teeth during a fight with a swarm of tennúr


Urt the Unwashed – warrior of the Battle-Grim, bynamed because of his aversion to cleanliness


Orv the Sneak – the only archer in the Battle-Grim, a scout and hunter. Bynamed because of his stealth


Uspa – a Seiðr-witch. Captured by the Battle-Grim on Iskalt Island (along with her husband, Berak, and child, Bjarn) where she was destroying the Galdrabok, the Graskinna. She swears a pact with Agnar and Elvar, where she will lead the Battle-Grim to Oskutreð if they swear to do all they can to rescue her son, Bjarn, from the clutches of Ilska the Cruel. The blood oath seals their pact


The Bloodsworn


Æsa – a member of the Bloodsworn with a worrying disregard for pain or life. The blood of Fjalla the mountain goat is in her vein


Edel – chief scout and huntswoman of the Bloodsworn. The blood of Hundur the hound is in her veins. Old, shrewd, guarded. Two hounds are her companions


Einar Half-Troll – big as a tree, strongest of the Bloodsworn. A lover of food and well-told tales. Also a Berserkir


Glornir Shield-Breaker – chief of the Bloodsworn. A Berserkir, with the bear-god’s blood in his veins. Husband of Vol and older brother of Thorkel


Gunnar Prow – so-named on account of his nose, which fills most of his face and is curved like a prow-beast on a drakkar. The blood of Gröfu the badger is in his veins


Halja Flat-Nose – the blood of Orna the eagle-god is in her veins. Sister of Vali Horse-Breath, who was slain by a troll during the battle at Rota’s chamber


Revna Hare-Legs – named Hare-Legs because of her speed in battle, she has the blood of Státa the stoat in her veins


Ingmar Ice – a Berserkir


Jökul Hammer-Hand – blacksmith and warrior. Has the blood of Gröfu the badger in his veins


Røkia – Úlfhéðnar, the blood of Ulfrir the wolf in her veins. Given the task of training Varg in weapons craft


Svik Tangle-Hair – the blood of Refur the fox is in his veins. Chief skáld/storyteller of the Bloodsworn. He has a particular fondness for cheese


Varg No-Sense – once a thrall of Kolskegg, a wealthy farmer and landowner. Killed Kolskegg when he was betrayed by him, and fled, searching for the killers of his sister, Frøya. Joined the Bloodsworn to gain access to their Seiðr-witch, Vol, in order for her to perform an akáll, a magical invocation that will allow Varg to see the last moments of his sister’s life, and so reveal how she died. Since joining the Bloodsworn he has discovered that he is Tainted, an Úlfhéðnar with the blood of Ulfrir in his veins


Vol – a Seiðr-witch, wife of Glornir


The Raven-Feeders and their companions


Lik-Rifa – dragon-god, caged for hundreds of years in a chamber among the roots of Oskutreð, the Ash Tree. She has now been freed by a magical ceremony performed by her Tainted offspring, the dragon-born


Rotta – the rat-god. Imprisoned and tortured by Ulfrir and Orna for his part in the slaying of their daughter


Biórr – Tainted, with the blood of Rotta the rat in his veins. He infiltrated the Battle-Grim, slew Agnar Battle-Grim and led Ilska to Oskutreð, so instrumental in the release of Lik-Rifa from her chamber beneath Oskutreð. He is now back with the Raven-Feeders


Brák Trolls-Bane – Tainted, with the blood of Státa the Stoat god in his veins, one of Drekr’s crew, a huntsman and trapper


Drekr – Tainted, a dragon-born, brother of Ilska and Myrk. Abducted Breca and slew Thorkel


Ilmur – Tainted, the hound-god Hundur is in his blood. Once a thrall of the Battle-Grim, freed by Biórr and now a member of the Raven-Feeders


Ilska the Cruel – chief of the Raven-Feeders, a dragon-born with Lik-Rifa’s blood in her veins. Older sister of Drekr and Myrk


Kalv – Tainted, with the blood of Svin the boar in his veins. Son of Red Fain and brother of Storolf Wartooth


Kráka – Seiðr-witch, once a thrall of the Battle-Grim, but freed by Biórr and now part of the Raven-Feeders


Myrk Sharp-Claw – Tainted, dragon-born with Lik-Rifa’s blood in her veins. Younger sister of Ilska and Drekr


Red Fain – Tainted, with Svin the boar’s blood in his veins. Father of Kalv and Storolf Wartooth


Storolf Wartooth – Tainted, with the blood of Svin the boar in his veins, son of Red Fain and brother of Kalv. Named Wartooth because he left some teeth in an enemy’s shield when he bit into it and tore it from his opponent’s grip


Oleif Gap-Tooth – Tainted, the blood of Hraeg the vulture in his veins. One of Drekr’s crew, and now part of the Raven-Feeders


Bjarn Beraksson – Tainted, son of Uspa and Berak. Abducted by Ilska and the Raven-Feeders


Breca Thorkelsson – Tainted, son of Orka and Thorkel. Abducted by Drekr


Harek Asgrimsson – Tainted, son of Asgrim and Idrun, who were slain by Drekr and his crew


Others


Orka Skullsplitter – wife of Thorkel and mother of Breca. Once chief of the Bloodsworn and known as Skullsplitter. Thorkel has been slain and her son abducted, and she has followed his trail north, leading her to the Grimholt, where she was captured by drengrs and Skalk the Galdurman. She escaped in a bloody battle


Lif Virksson – a fisherman of Fellur village. Son of Virk, and brother of Mord. Orka rescued him from execution, and he travelled north with her. His brother Mord was slain while in chains by Guðvarr the drengr


Sæunn – a Tainted thrall with the blood of Hundur the hound in her veins


Gudleif Arnesson – has built a steading with his family north of the Boneback Mountains


Queen Helka – ruler of Darl and the surrounding regions. An ambitious, ruthless woman with a view to ruling all of Vigrið. She has one son, Hakon, and one daughter, Estrid


Prince Hakon Helkasson – son and eldest child of Queen Helka


Princess Estrid Helkasdottir – daughter of Queen Helka


Frek the Úlfhéðnar – Tainted, with the blood of Ulfrir the wolf-god in his veins. Thralled to Queen Helka and one of her honour-guard


Skalk the Galdurman – Galdurman of Darl, in the service of Queen Helka. Sent by Helka with the Bloodsworn to discover what is happening on the northern borders of her realm. He steals Orna’s talon and abducts Vol the Seiðr-witch


Sturla – Skalk’s Galdur-apprentice


Guðvarr – a drengr of Fellur village and nephew to Jarl Störr. He is tasked with leading the band sent after Orka, Lif and Mord


Vilja – a whore of Darl, resident of The Dead Drengr


Jarl Sigrún – Jarl of Fellur village and the surrounding district. Embroiled in the political expansion of Queen Helka. Her lover slain and her face scarred by Orka, she sends her nephew Guðvarr after Orka


Yrsa – a drengr of Darl in the service of Skalk the Galdurman


Arild – a drengr of Fellur village


Skapti – a drengr, captain of the Grimholt. In the employ of Prince Hakon and involved in the plans of Drekr and his movement of abducted children


Hrolf – a drengr of the Grimholt


Jarl Glunn Iron-Grip – a petty jarl allied to Queen Helka


Jarl Svard the Scratcher – a petty jarl allied to Queen Helka


Jarl Logur of Liga – ruler of the port town of Liga. Friend to the Bloodsworn


Jarl Orlyg of Svelgarth – ruler of the town of Svelgarth and the surrounding region. Old and grizzled, a veteran of war, an enemy of Queen Helka


Prince Jaromir of Iskidan – a prince of Iskidan, one of the many sons of Kirill the Magnificent, lord of Iskidan


Ilia – a druzhina of Iskidan


Taras the Bull – a bruised man, Tainted with the blood of Naut the bull in his veins. Thralled into the service of Prince Jaromir of Iskidan


Iva – a Seiðr-witch and Prince Jaromir’s thrall


Jarl Störr – lord of Snakavik and most of the western districts of Vigrið. Father of Thorun, Elvar and Broðir. Famed for his Berserkir-guard


Silrið – Jarl Störr’s Galdurwoman


Thorun Störrsson – eldest child of Jarl Störr


Broðir Störrsson – youngest child of Jarl Störr


Berak Bjornasson – Tainted, a Berserkir with the blood of Berser the bear-god in his veins. Husband of Uspa the Seiðr-witch and father of Bjarn. Captured by Agnar and the Battle-Grim and sold as a thrall to Jarl Störr, to become one of the famed Berserkir-guard


Gytha – a drengr and champion of Jarl Störr


Syr – a drengr of Jarl Störr, guard of Snakavik’s gate


Hjalmar Peacemaker – leader of the Fell-Hearted mercenary warband


Hrung – a giant’s head, magically animated by the power of dying Snaka


Njal Olafsson – jarl of a small fishing village on the banks of the River Drammur


Terna – a thrall of Njal Olafsson, originally a thrall from Kolskegg’s farm


Brimil – a slaver based in Darl


Rog – bartender of The Dead Drengr


Frøya – sister of Varg


Leif Kolskeggson – son of Kolskegg, he hunted Varg for his father’s murder, but upon catching Varg, Glornir and the Bloodsworn took Varg into their care and saved him from Leif’s vengeance


Sterkur death-in-the-eye – a warrior and chief of a mercenary band for hire, the Red-Hands


Creatures


Grok – a giant raven


Kló – a giant raven


Spert – a spertus, vaesen, and bound to Orka and her household


Vesli – a tennúr, wounded and found by Breca, she swears an oath to Breca and Spert









NORSE TITLES, TERMS AND ITEMS


Akáll – an invocation, a magic ceremony to reveal the last moments of the dead


Althing – meeting, an assembly of free people


Berserkir – person descended from Berser the bear-god. Capable of great strength and savagery


blóð svarið – a magical blood oath


Brynja – a coat of ring mail


Byrding – coastal boat


Drakkar – a longship


Drengr – an oathsworn warrior, trained to a high level


Druzhina – elite horse-mounted warrior


Galdrabok – book of magic


Galdurman – magician, specifically rune-magic


Graskinna – grey-skin, a book of magic scribed on flayed skin


Guðfalla – the gods-fall


Guðljós – god-lights


Hangerock – a type of dress


Hird – warriors belonging to a lord’s household


Heya – agreed


Holmganga – a duel recognised by law, a way of settling disputes


Jarl – lord or earl


Knarr – a merchant/trade ship


Maður-boy – a human child


Niðing – nothing, nobody, an insult, meaning without honour


Nålbinding – to bind or weave. An early form of knitting used to make clothing


Raudskinna – red-skin, a book of magic, made from the flayed skin of a dead god


Seax – single-edged knife, often with a broken back, of varying sizes. A multi-purpose tool, from cooking/shaving to combat


Seiðr – a type of magical power, inherited from Snaka, the father of the gods


Seiðr-witch – a woman who wields magical power


Skáld – a poet, teller of tales, often employed by a jarl or chief to sing of their heroic deeds


Skál – good health


Snekke – a smaller version of a longship


Tafl – a game of strategy played upon a board with carved figures


Thrall – a slave


Úlfhéðnar – person descended from Ulfrir the wolf-god


Vaesen – creatures created by Lik-Rifa the dragon-god


Weregild – a blood-debt


Winnigas – cloth covering for the legs, from ankle to just below the knee


Whale-road – the open sea









Hard it is on earth,


Axe time, sword time, shields are sundered,


Wind time, wolf time,


Ere the world falls


The Voluspa









WHAT HAS GONE BEFORE


Orka: Orka’s husband Thorkel has been murdered and her son Breca abducted. With her companions Lif and Mord she has tracked her son Breca to the Grimholt, a fortress in the north of Vigrið. Once there Orka is captured by the Galdurman Skalk, but with the help of the vaesen Spert and Vesli she breaks free, letting the wolf in her blood loose to rip and tear and rend.


Orka discovers that Breca is not there, although she finds a number of other Tainted children held captive. At the Grimholt she is reunited with the Bloodsworn, a mercenary band that she used to lead, her by-name Orka Skullsplitter. The new chief of the Bloodsworn, Glornir Shieldbreaker, is the brother of Orka’s murdered husband.


While at the Grimholt, Orka and the Bloodsworn learn that Lik-Rifa the dragon-god has been set free from her imprisonment beneath the roots of the ancient ash tree, Oskutreð.


Glornir is in pursuit of Skalk, a Galdurman of Darl, because he has abducted Glornir’s wife, Vol the Seiðr-witch. He asks Orka to come with him, but she declines, hearing that Glornir and the Bloodsworn have fought a dragon-born at the recently discovered chamber of Rotta the rat-god. Orka hopes to find clues of her son’s whereabouts at this place. Glornir sends a handful of the Bloodsworn to show her the way to Rotta’s chamber and then they part ways on their separate quests.


At Rotta’s chamber Orka and her companions find evidence that children were recently held captive here.


While at the chambers Myrk of the Raven-Feeder arrives. She is a dragon-born, sister to Ilska the Cruel and brother to Drekr, who murdered Orka’s husband and abducted Breca, and she is leading a small group of the Raven-Feeders. Myrk discovers the body of her father, who had been slain by Varg No-Sense of the Bloodsworn. Both Orka and Myrk want answers. A fight ensues, the handful of Bloodsworn with Orka coming to her aid. Together they defeat the Raven-Feeders and Myrk is taken captive.


Myrk agrees to lead Orka and her companions to Breca in return for information on who killed her father. They travel to Starl, a trading town on Lake Horndal, where Orka meets Elvar and the Battle-Grim, and Ulfrir the thralled wolf-god. She discovers that Myrk is leading her on a false trail, and she makes a deal with Elvar and the Battle-Grim. They help stage an escape for Myrk in return for Orka sending word to Glornir and the Bloodsworn from Elvar, saying that Elvar wants to hire them in her fight against Lik-Rifa the dragon-god.


Myrk escapes and Orka tracks her, following her to Nastrandir, the halls of Lik-Rifa, and then on to Svelgarth, where a warband of warriors and vaesen under the command of the rat-god Rotta are assaulting the fortress town.


Orka infiltrates the camp while the attack is underway, finds Breca and escapes with him. She is pursued and caught by frost-spiders and tragically bitten, poison seeping through her. With her last strength she throws Breca into the river in the hope that the current will take him to the meeting point with her companions.


Varg: Varg is a slave who has killed the man who owned him, Kolskegg, and escaped the farm he has worked on all his life. He knows that his sister Frøya has died, he felt her die, but he does not know how. With a lock of his sister’s hair he has sought a Seiðr-witch to perform an akáll, a spell that shows the last moments of someone’s life, and that is how he became involved with the mercenary band the Bloodsworn. They took him on as an apprentice, and he has recently discovered that he is tainted, the wolf-god Ulfrir in his blood, and that the Bloodsworn are all tainted, too, their secret closely guarded.


He is at the Grimholt when the Bloodsworn are reunited with Orka, and he travels south with the Bloodsworn in pursuit of Skalk the Galdurman. They take with them the Tainted children they found as captives in the Grimholt.


During the journey to Darl, Varg meets a thrall he used to know at Kolskegg’s farm, and she tells him the name of the slaver in Darl who purchased Varg’s sister from Kolskegg. Brimil.


Once at Darl the Bloodsworn assault Skalk’s Galdur tower, only to discover that it is already under attack by Prince Jaromir of Iskidan. They fail to find Vol or Skalk in the tower and so continue into the main hall of Darl, attacking Queen Helka and taking her son Prince Hakon captive.


Glornir negotiates with Queen Helka, and Helka agrees to loan the Bloodsworn a longship and hire them to hunt Prince Jaromir in return for the safe return of her son, Hakon.


While in Darl, Varg tracks down the slaver, Brimil, with the help of Svik, Einar and Røkia. They discover that Brimil sold Frøya to Brák Trolls-Bane, a huntsman in the employ of Drekr.


The Bloodsworn sail to Liga and find out that Prince Jaromir has already set sail for Iskidan. They set out in pursuit. During their voyage they are attacked at sea by two crews of tongue-eaters, an abomination of a parasite creature that slowly eats the tongue of its host and takes over their mind. The Bloodsworn defeat them, wipe out one crew and give chase to the second ship as it flees. They follow the tongue-eaters to an island, where they destroy them and their queen. While on the island they discover druzhina warriors of Prince Jaromir who have been captured and had the parasites laid inside them. Glornir offers them a quick, honourable death in return for knowledge of where Jaromir is taking Vol.


Varg and the Bloodsworn sail to Iskidan, past the port of Ulaz and up a river, eventually leaving the Sea-Wolf to travel across country and catch up with Jaromir as he reaches his fortress of Valdai. A battle ensues, where Vol is set free, Jaromir is killed and dungeons are found full of Tainted thralls, all of them the Tainted children of Kirill, the Khagan of Iskidan. They also find maps and plans in Valdai that suggest Jaromir was plotting an invasion of Vigrið.


Elvar: Elvar has travelled to Oskutreð with the mercenary band the Battle-Grim. Their prisoner Uspa the Seiðr-witch has made a bargain with them, offering to lead them to this fabled place of untold treasure in return for the Battle-Grim hunting down and rescuing her abducted son Bjarn from Ilska the Cruel and her Raven-Feeders. Uspa and a handful of the Battle-Grim – Agnar, Sighvat, Elvar, Grend and Agnar’s Seiðr-witch, Kráka – all bind themselves to each other, swearing the magical blóð svarið, the blood oath.


Once at Oskutreð they were attacked by the Raven-Feeders, Ilska and her dragon-born kin conducting a Seiðr-ceremony involving many abducted Tainted children, and they set the dragon-god Lik-Rifa free. Agnar chief of the Battle-Grim was deceitfully slain by Biórr, a young man who had become Elvar’s lover, but was secretly Tainted and one of the Raven-Feeders. It was Biórr who orchestrated the abduction of Bjarn.


Lik-Rifa bursts from the bowels of Oskutreð, slays two of the three winged women who have stood guard over her for three centuries, and the Battle-Grim can only stand and watch as the dragon and Raven-Feeders leave Oskutreð.


The survivors of the Battle-Grim set about gathering as much treasure as they can, while Elvar and those who swore the blood oath struggle over how they are going to complete their task of rescuing Bjarn, now that he is in the company of a dragon-god.


While searching the battle plain for treasure the winged warrior Skuld regains consciousness. There is a brief struggle and Elvar manages to bind her with the thrall-collar taken from one of the tainted. Skuld agrees to guide them deep underground into the tunnels beneath the great tree, where she says greater treasure is to be found.


Once underground they discover the remains of Lik-Rifa’s chamber and find a Galdrabok of Seiðr-spells that she has written. Within this book Uspa comes across a spell that can raise a dead god. They construct a Seiðr-spelled thrall-collar in a forge beneath Oskutreð and resurrect the wolf-god, Ulfrir, but he is weak from his ancient injuries.


Elvar and the Battle-Grim travel south. A meeting is held to decide who the next chief will be, and Elvar and Huld fight a holmganga duel to decide the new chief. Elvar wins, slaying Huld.


Elvar decides to travel south to Snakavik. On the way the Battle-Grim stop at the lakeside trading town of Starl to restock their supplies. While here they meet Orka and agree to help her in return for Orka getting a message to Glornir and the Bloodsworn: that Elvar wishes to hire them in her efforts to defeat Lik-Rifa.


Elvar continues her journey south to Snakavik to see her father, Jarl Störr. She asks to hire his Berserkir guards, but he refuses. Instead, he attempts to take her captive and steal the treasure that the Battle-Grim have taken from Oskutreð.


Ulfrir assumes his wolf-form and eats Jarl Störr, a battle ensuing, during which Elvar slays her older brother, Thorun, and as her father’s oldest heir she becomes the Seiðr-lord of her father’s Berserkirs.


Biórr: Biórr is a Tainted rat-blood who has infiltrated the Battle-Grim. He orchestrated the abduction of Bjarn and left clues for the Raven-Feeders to track the Battle-Grim to Oskutreð.


He slays Agnar, chief of the Battle-Grim, and sets their Tainted thralls free – Kráka the Seiðr-witch and Ilmur the Hundur-thrall. Then he leaves Oskutreð with Lik-Rifa and the Raven-Feeders.


Biórr is reunited with his old comrades in the Raven-Feeders, Storolf Wartooth, Red Fain and his old lover, Myrk, sister of Ilska and Drekr. The Raven-Feeders travel east as Lik-Rifa leads them to her ancient hall of Nastrandir. She feels weak after three hundred years of captivity and has sustained injuries from her fight with her three-winged gaolers, and so wishes to recover in the safety of her halls. During the journey the Tainted children abducted for the ceremony to release Lik-Rifa are taught about their heritage, their tainted bloodlines and weapons craft.


Once they reach Nastrandir they discover that it is not empty, the rat-god Rotta is there waiting for them.


Lik-Rifa summons the vaesen to her, as they are her creations.


While Lik-Rifa is recovering, many gather to them, and Myrk arrives, vowing vengeance against Orka.


Guðvarr, a servant of Skalk the Galdurman and Queen Helka, arrives. He tells Lik-Rifa of Skalk and Helka’s plan to resurrect the eagle-god, Orna, and thrall her.


Biórr travels south. The warband splits, Lik-Rifa leading half to Darl, and Rotta leading the rest to Svelgarth, a fortress town ruled by Jarl Orlyg. They assault Svelgarth, and during this attack Biórr sees Orka and a handful of the Bloodsworn infiltrate the camp in search of Breca. There is a bloody fight and Biórr’s friend Storolf Wartooth is slain. Biórr kills one of the Bloodsworn, Revna Hare-Legs, but Orka manages to escape with her son.


Guðvarr: Guðvarr is a drengr of Fellur village, nephew to the village’s Jarl Sigrún. He had been pursuing Orka, Lif and Mord, and when he arrived at the Grimholt he found them as prisoners and slew Mord while he was spider-poisoned and chained to a wall. He fled when Orka unleashed the wolf in her blood and ended up on a boat with Skalk and the Grimholt survivors, rowing south for Darl.


Guðvarr is ambitious and in Skalk he sees opportunity for advancement, so makes himself useful to the Galdurman. He becomes embroiled in the plans of Skalk and Queen Helka of Darl, but in an unpleasant turn of events he is strapped to a table in Skalk’s Galdur tower and the Galdurman used his power to command a hyrndur – a type of large, aggressive hornet – to eat its way into Guðvarr’s veins, settling close to his heart. Skalk orders Guðvarr to befriend Prince Hakon, Queen Helka’s son, because he suspects Hakon is involved in some kind of plot against his mother, Queen Helka. Guðvarr is still strapped to the table when Prince Jaromir of Iskidan attacks the Galdur tower, defeats Skalk and takes Vol for his own prisoner. Shortly after the Bloodsworn attack and Guðvarr escapes during the chaos.


Guðvarr applies himself to becoming part of Hakon’s inner circle, and in time uncovers that Hakon is plotting with the dragon-born Drekr, the killer of Thorkel and brother of Ilska the Cruel. Hakon has been helping in the abduction and movement of Tainted children through Helka’s realm.


In an attempt to remain useful and avoid death from Skalk and Helka, Guðvarr volunteers to carry a message north to Drekr and Lik-Rifa. He meets the dragon-god and confesses all, telling her that Skalk and Lik-Rifa are planning to resurrect and thrall Orna the eagle-god, to use her in battle against Lik-Rifa.


In an act of betrayal against Skalk and Helka, Guðvarr helps to orchestrate Lik-Rifa’s attack against Darl. His aunt, Jarl Sigrún, slays Queen Helka and Guðvarr slays Prince Hakon while Lik-Rifa descends upon the recently resurrected Orna and rips her to shreds.









CHAPTER ONE


VARG


“Ach,” Varg hissed as Røkia pierced a flap of skin hanging from his cheek with a fishhook, then stabbed into the flesh of his face and drew a line of thread through it. He felt fresh blood trickle down into his beard. “Ach,” he grunted again.


“Stop complaining,” Røkia muttered as she began stitching his cheek back together.


“I’m not, but it hurts,” Varg said.


“Pain is an enemy. Defeat it,” Røkia muttered.


Varg sighed.


A face loomed in front of him: Svik, handsome, braided beard and oiled red hair. Not looking at all like he had fought a vicious battle the day before. Svik frowned at him.


“First your ear, now your cheek. If you keep allowing people to carve pieces from your body soon there will be nothing left of you,” he said.


“I didn’t allow it,” Varg scowled, causing Røkia’s stitching to pull. He winced. She is better at stabbing than stitching.


Røkia sat back and threw her hands in the air. “This is ridiculous,” she said.


“First Røkia saves your life, and now she stitches you back together. What would you do without her?” Svik continued, ignoring Røkia.


“I am in her debt,” Varg agreed. Although I gained this wound because I climbed the fortress wall and leaped into a score of enemies to save Røkia. But it turned out that it was she who saved me.


“Your mail needs cleaning,” Svik observed, pointing at bloodstains. “The blood will rust it.”


Varg looked down at it, saw dark patches where blood had crusted. Even his silver arm ring given to him by Glornir was caked with blood.


“I’ve told him that,” Røkia said.


“You should listen to Røkia,” Svik said with a smile.


“I do.” Varg said. “I will. Clean the mail, I mean.”


“Do you want me to continue stitching your face back together, or is the pain too great for you?” Røkia asked mockingly.


Svik laughed.


Varg sucked in a deep breath. “Please, continue,” he said.


Røkia grunted and went back to her stitching.


They were seated on a bench in the courtyard of Valdai, Prince Jaromir’s fortress in Iskidan, a cloudless sky and searing sun overhead, carrion birds circling. The courtyard was stained with patches of blood, corpses piled in a heap to one side of the shattered gates. A tangle of arms, legs, faces, pale in death. Black crusted wounds like open mouths. Jaromir’s druzhina, all stripped of their weapons and mail, boots and breeks, anything worth taking. Buzzards perched on limbs, their beaks red. Beyond the mound of the dead lay a line of freshly piled stone barrows running along one wall, fifteen of the Bloodsworn fallen in battle yesterday. Varg had helped dig those graves, had shed tears as stones had been piled over his comrades-in-arms. Edel still stood there, looking down at the graves. She had buried one of her hounds with the fallen, her surviving hound lying across the stones. The old huntress was weeping. Varg looked away, his gaze coming to rest upon the largest of the barrows, where Ingmar Ice had been laid. Killed by the blade of Jaromir.


“I only knew him a short while,” Varg murmured to himself. “It feels … longer.” Like family. Until now the only family I’ve ever known is my sister. His hand strayed to the pouch at his belt, where he kept a lock of Frøya’s hair.


“When you stand in the shield wall together the bonds of kinship grow strong,” Svik said, resting a hand on Varg’s shoulder.


“The more you talk, the worse your scar will be,” Røkia murmured, focused on her handiwork.


“Scars make you handsome,” Svik said. “And irresistible to women.”


Røkia snorted her contempt, making Svik grin.


Members of the Bloodsworn were sitting around the courtyard, most of them tending to wounds or to damaged kit, either repairing rents in their flesh or rents in their coats of mail, sewing, stitching, darning, greasing. Some stood on the walls and towers, standing watch.


Glornir and Vol stepped out of the doors of the feast hall, Glornir’s long-axe balanced across one shoulder, his other hand protectively on the Seiðr-witch’s arm, supporting her as she walked. Though, after having seen what she’d done to Jaromir with her powers, Varg suspected she was fully able to look after herself.


Sulich walked with them, head freshly shaved, dressed in the coat of lamellar plate that Varg had given to him, a bow case and quiver hanging from his belt. Behind him followed more than a score of people, men and women, a mixture of pale and dark-skinned. The prisoners that had been discovered in the rooms behind the feast hall.


“Are they really all Tainted children of the Great Khagan?” Varg asked.


“That is what Sulich said, and he would know, as he is one of them,” Svik said.


Vol looked around the courtyard and saw Varg sitting with Røkia and Svik. She said something to Glornir, and they made their way towards them.


“Finished,” Røkia said, sitting back and examining her handiwork with narrowed eyes. She tied off the gut thread and cut it with her seax. Varg gently touched the wound, the skin feeling swollen and lumpy.


“My thanks,” he said.


“Huh,” Røkia grunted.


Glornir nodded a greeting, his bulk casting Varg in shade.


“Chief,” the three of them said.


“Vol,” Svik said, “it is good to have you back.”


Vol was thin, her face bruised, the Seiðr-tattoos on her neck blending and almost hidden by the bruising. There were red pinprick-wounds around her mouth where her lips had been stitched together. But strength emanated from her dark eyes.


“It is good to be back, Svik, good to see you, and all my brothers and sisters,” she said through swollen lips, then looked to Varg. “Glornir tells me you have grown. That you are truly one of us now. I have not forgotten that I made you a promise, back in the caves of Rotta’s chamber. I owe you an akáll.”


“Are you strong enough?” Glornir asked.


“Tsk, I managed to eviscerate Jaromir, did I not?” Vol said.


“Aye, you did,” Glornir said, a hint of pride in his voice, a rare smile twitching his lips.


Vol reached out and touched Varg’s shoulder. “Is it still something you wish for? To view an akáll is no small thing. It may reveal things that are best left … unseen.”


Varg’s breath caught in his chest. To find out how his sister had died. It had been all that had driven him for so long. I will see Frøya’s last moments. He had longed for this, but as he thought on it he felt a seed of dread bloom in his stomach. It was one thing to know someone was dead, another thing entirely to watch it happen, even if it was a glimpse of the past.


She is my sister. The only person I ever loved, or who ever loved me. I owe it to her.


“I must know,” he said. “But only when you are healed.”


Vol nodded, smiled. “I am well enough. Tonight, then.”


“Tonight,” Varg echoed.


“Your mail needs scouring,” Glornir grunted at Varg, frowning at the bloodstained patches. “Else it will rust.”


“We’ve told him,” Sulich said.


“I will do it soon,” Varg promised.


Vol reached down and put her hand to a blackened iron ring hanging at her belt, two keys hanging from it.


“Where are they?”


“In the tower,” Glornir said, waving a hand to one of the gate towers. Two of the Bloodsworn stood before the tower door.


Vol began walking to the tower, Glornir a step behind her.


“Come on,” Svik said as he set off after them. Røkia shared a look with Varg, shrugged and they both followed them.


“Chief,” the guards said, Glornir nodding, and they opened the door for him. He paused a moment, looking back at Vol.


“You are sure about this?” Glornir said to her.


“Yes,” Vol said. “They were thralled to Jaromir, compelled by him. I travelled with them; they were not his willing servants, they are not our enemy.” She stroked his cheek. “Trust me.”


Glornir entered the tower, Vol behind, and Svik a few paces behind her. Varg quickened his pace to slip in through the door before other Bloodsworn crowded it.


A shaft of daylight from a high window pierced the room, and Varg blinked, allowed the wolf in his blood to filter through him, sight and senses abruptly sharper. The air reeked of blood and sweat.


They were in a square chamber, a staircase at one end leading up to the walkway on the wall. More Bloodsworn sat on chairs, playing a game of knucklebone. Two figures sat inside a pen in the middle of the room, a shaven-haired woman lying on a bed of straw, and a black-skinned, hulking man sitting close to her, frowning at Vol and Glornir. Both were bound with rope, thrall-collars about their necks.


“Leave Iva alone,” the bull-man said, his voice a rumble like distant thunder. Blood-caked bandages wrapped his neck and head, from where Ingmar Ice had stabbed and clubbed him with a broken spear shaft. It had taken the combined effort of Ingmar, Røkia, Svik and him to knock the Tainted thrall out. Varg had never seen a strength like it.


“Taras,” Vol said gently, stepping forwards, “I have come to help Iva.” She paused. “And you, too, if you will allow me.”


“Help?” Taras frowned. “Help Iva, not hurt her?” He looked worriedly at the woman lying on the straw. Her head was shaved to stubble, her tunic removed, bandages wrapped around her back and chest. Tattoos curled and writhed across her arms, her torso and up her neck, along her jawline. She was pale, a sheen of sweat covering her, red blooms on the bandages where she had been pierced by Sulich’s arrows. Taras laid a thick-muscled arm protectively across her and squeezed her hand.


“What?” Iva muttered, her eyes opening. She lifted her head, looked up at Vol and Glornir.


“What happened?” she asked, her voice a rattling whisper.


“A fight,” Taras said.


“I have worked that out for myself,” Iva grimaced. She tried to sit up and winced.


“We lost,” Taras said morosely.


“I have guessed that, as well.”


“Jaromir is dead, with all his druzhina,” Vol said. “Valdai is ours now.”


“Jaromir dead?” Taras rumbled. Slowly a smile spread across his face.


“You should leave,” Iva said. “Before Rurik arrives.”


“Rurik?” Varg whispered to Svik.


“Jaromir’s brother. By all accounts another arseling,” Svik whispered back.


“I found these on Jaromir’s corpse,” Vol said, and held up the iron ring with two keys. “The keys to your collars.” She crouched down and put one of them into the lock of Iva’s thrall-collar, turned it and pulled the collar away. Then she did the same for Taras. She nodded to the ropes binding them and Glornir drew his seax and gave it to Vol. Taras tensed.


“Trust me,” Vol said.


“That is no easy task,” Iva breathed, but she laid a hand on Taras’ arm, and he nodded.


Vol leaned over and sliced their bonds, then stood.


“You are both free now.”


“Free?” Taras said slowly, the word rolling from his tongue as if he was tasting unknown food. He frowned. “What do we do, Iva?” he asked the Seiðr-witch.


“I … don’t know,” Iva said. “I have never been free, before.”


“You should stay here and recover, until you are able to travel,” Vol said. “There is food and water. Once you are well, go where you wish. I only ask one thing: that you never stand against us again.”


“You have my word on that,” Iva said, a hand going to her wounds.


“No more fight you. Taras promise,” the bull-man said.


“Good,” Vol said.


“We will bring you food and drink. But Iva, Taras, know that you do not have to stay in here. You are not our prisoners.”


“Taras stay with Iva,” Taras said.


“I would like to see the sun and feel the air,” Iva said.


Taras effortlessly scooped Iva up in his arms as Vol turned and left the tower, Glornir and the other Bloodsworn following her.


They stepped out into the sun, Taras following with Iva in his arms. She squinted up at the sky and smiled.


“Free,” she breathed. Then she focused on something high above them, a frown creasing her face.


“Ware the skies,” one of the guards on the wall called out and they all looked up.


Varg saw two shapes in the sky, circling high above and growing larger as they descended. From this distance they seemed small, but then Varg saw the silhouettes of the circling buzzards in the sky and realised that something was wrong. These birds were bigger. Much bigger.


Sulich pulled his bow from his bow case and deftly strung it, nocked an arrow and drew.


“Hold,” Glornir growled.


The two birds swept lower, the closer they came the more apparent it was that they were far from normal birds. Varg realised they were two giant ravens, squawking loudly. Dust stirred from the turbulence of their wings.


Varg became aware that there were recognisable words amidst their squawking.


“Bloodsworn,” the crows squawked. “We seek the Bloodsworn.”


Glornir cupped his hands to his mouth.


“We are the Bloodsworn,” he called out.


The two giant ravens swept lower, clouds of dust swirling, Varg and the others stepping hurriedly out of the way, and then the birds were alighting in the courtyard. One squawked and began preening its feathers.


“Glornir,” the other raven croaked.


Glornir stepped forwards.


“I am Glornir,” he said.


A tennúr jumped from the back of the raven, its wings snapping open to break its fall, alighting weightlessly on the ground. A bag hung from a belt at its waist and Varg recognised the creature. From the Grimholt, Orka’s companion.


“I am Vesli,” the creature said. “I have travelled long time to find you. I bring a message from mistress Orka.”


Glornir waited and a silence fell. “We have searched very far for you. Vesli is cold, tired and …” The tennúr seemed distracted by the pile of corpses. She licked her lips. “… hungry.”


Varg winced.


“Well, what is Orka’s message?” Glornir said into the silence.


“Oh, ah, yes,” the tennúr said tearing her eyes away from the bodies. “Mistress Orka says Elvar Fire-Fist of the Battle-Grim wishes to hire the Bloodsworn.”


“What for?” Svik called out.


The tennúr gave a sharp-toothed grin.


“To slay a dragon.”









CHAPTER TWO


GUÐVARR


Guðvarr woke with a sharp hiss, half sitting up from his bedroll on the ground. He had been dreaming, of battling dragons and eagles, of the gaping jaws of an Úlfhéðnar snapping at his throat and of creatures burrowing into his flesh. He dragged up the sleeve of the ringmail coat he had slept in and the woollen tunic beneath it and saw the scabbed scar on his arm, where the hyrndur had burrowed into his flesh upon the word of Skalk, Queen Helka’s Galdurman, and where it had burrowed back out, commanded by the will of a god. The scab was starting to peel off, and there was no pain other than the horror that the memory stirred in his chest.


I’m safe now, he reassured himself, taking a few breaths to calm his racing heart, I have the protection of Lik-Rifa and not even the Gods themselves can challenge her successfully. He remembered Skalk giving life to the eagle bones of Orna and the frenzied battle above the skies when the two Gods had met in battle. It had been a day of betrayal and battle, of blood and ash. Of gods and monsters. Orna was nothing but bones again now. Skalk was gone, Helka dead and a dragon-god owned his fealty.


He was in the longhouse his aunt, Jarl Sigrún, had been given upon her arrival in Darl. The fire pit in the centre of the hall was being lit by thralls, light and shadow rippling across the room. Daylight seeped in from an open doorway, the silhouette and shadow of a drengr standing guard before it. All around him drengrs were rising.


For a moment it felt like he was back in Fellur village, his home, where all was simple, and safe.


I wish I were back there.


With a deep sigh he reached for his weapons belt and rose sluggishly, body aching and stiff, and buckled his belt over his brynja.


A door creaked and Jarl Sigrún emerged from her chamber, set apart at the far end of the longhouse. She saw Guðvarr and beckoned him over to her.


“We are on a knife-edge,” she said as he reached her. “We have been useful; you did much to aid Lik-Rifa yesterday. We must remind her of that.”


“But carefully,” Guðvarr said, wiping a bead of snot from the tip of his nose. “She is proud and unpredictable, prone to … violent outbursts.”


“Yes, carefully,” Sigrún agreed. “But it is vital that we continue to be useful, you know her better – what will convince her?”


I am becoming a master of being useful, Guðvarr thought. First, I had to remain useful to Skalk the Galdurman to stay alive, now I must do the same to a dragon-god.


“She likes flattery,” Guðvarr said, remembering how he had grovelled and pleaded for his life, and how he had seen her pleasure in the compliments he vomited from his mouth in an attempt to live a few moments more.


“Drengrs of Fellur village,” Jarl Sigrún said, raising her voice for all in the hall to hear her, little more than thirty warriors left after yesterday’s battle. “The world has changed. Gods walk the land and soar in the skies, and we must adapt if we are going to survive. You have sworn your oaths to me, trusted me. Trust in me now, and I shall lead you through this.” She gave a rueful smile, the scar in her face twisting it into something less wholesome. “Perhaps we shall even come out of this better placed than if we fought for Helka against Jarl Störr. Time will be the judge.”


The drengr on guard duty at the longhouse door, a young warrior named Járn, stepped into the hall.


“People approach,” he called out nervously. “And … other things …”


“Make ready,” Jarl Sigrún said to Guðvarr and her drengrs and they buckled on weapons and drew closer around her.


The drengr at the door stepped away and figures crowded through, a shadow blocking out the daylight.


As they stepped into the firelight Guðvarr saw there was a man and woman leading, both dark-haired and clothed in good brynjas with swords and seaxes at their belts, the man carrying a spear. Behind them loped a handful of skraeling, their limbs too long for their grey-skinned bodies, muscles knotted like rope, crude weapons of iron in their fists or hanging from belts. A handful of tennúr flitted in the air behind them. One of them flew over to Guðvarr and hovered in front of him. It smiled, revealing two rows of grindstone teeth.


Filthy little vermin, Guðvarr thought as he looked at its rat-like body and too large mouth.


“Well met,” Sigrún said, stepping forward. “I am Jarl Sigrún.”


“I know who you are,” the woman in black said. One of her eyes was blue, the other pale as clouded milk. She looked Sigrún up and down.


“And you are?”


“I am called Blóta,” she said. “I am dragon-born. You are to come to the courtyard.”


“What is happening in the courtyard?” Sigrún asked.


“Lik-Rifa has summoned all who fought yesterday. What she wants to do …” Blóta shrugged. “Who knows the mind of a god.” She turned and walked away.


His aunt exchanged a look with Guðvarr and he shrugged. Who knew what Lik-Rifa intended – she was as likely to eat them as reward them.


“With me,” Jarl Sigrún said, striding after the warrior and her drengrs fell in behind her, Guðvarr hurrying to remain at her side.


They left the longhouse, Guðvarr pausing a moment when he saw the troll standing outside, waiting for the dragon-born. He was huge, gnarled and thick-skinned like an old oak, a wooden club studded with nails in his sledge-hammer hands. With a scowl and a grunt he turned and followed the two dragon-born warriors.


They walked down a street of hard-packed earth that led between rows of longhouses and smithies, joining a procession of people flowing towards the hall of the former Queen Helka: a building once crowned by Orna’s bones had dominated this hill that the fortress was built upon. The road spilled into the courtyard and Guðvarr looked around the ruin of the courtyard and remains of the hall as he walked through it. Bodies and debris had been cleared, but the ground was still torn and rent from the destruction that Lik-Rifa and Orna had caused during their savage contest. Feathers and unrecognisable heaps of flesh and bone were scattered across the ground, here and there dark patches of dried blood.


At the far end of the courtyard, before the steps to the feast hall, men and women were kneeling in a long row, fifty or sixty of them, wrists bound behind their backs, all of them drengrs, many of them bloodied, bearing wounds from yesterday’s battle. Dragon-born and trolls stood over them.


Helka’s drengrs, Guðvarr realised, recognising some of them.


Lik-Rifa stood in her female form at the top of the steps to the feast hall, dark-haired, tall and regal, dressed in an ash-grey tunic trimmed with red. Fresh wounds scarred her face and arms, though, and one eye was swollen almost shut, mottled with bruises.


Interesting … she’s not infallible then, Guðvarr mused, then hurriedly shut down his thoughts in case she could read his mind. Two wooden pillars stood either side of her, the doors to the hall behind her ripped from the wall, one hanging, the other smashed to kindling. Half a wall reared skyward, thick timbers splintered, the roof completely gone. Warriors stood around her, all dark-haired and clothed in fine brynjas and war gear. Beside Lik-Rifa, Guðvarr saw the hulking form of Drekr, though she stood taller than him, and beside Drekr his sister, Ilska the Cruel, chief of the Raven-Feeders.


No longer mercenaries for hire, they are honour-guard to a god now.


Vaesen were there, too, skraelings and trolls, tennúr and other things that Guðvarr was unsure of. Just looking at them made him uncomfortable. More warriors lined the courtyard, many of them men and women, the dragon-worshippers that had always lurked in the shadows, now made bold by the coming of their queen.


Jarl Sigrún walked confidently behind the two dragon-born warriors, marching right up to the steps of the hall, where she stopped, Guðvarr beside her, her drengrs behind. Sigrún looked up at Lik-Rifa, who stared back at her, and Jarl Sigrún bowed. Lik-Rifa stared unblinkingly, then her eyes moved on to Guðvarr and held his gaze. He gulped and bowed to her, as his aunt had done, and a smile twitched at the edges of Lik-Rifa’s lips, and she dipped her head, acknowledging them before her eyes moved on.


Many others were filling the courtyard, warriors and townsfolk, some coming at Lik-Rifa’s summons, some out of awe and wonder, others herded by Lik-Rifa’s followers. Guðvarr saw jarl Glunn Iron-Grip, fair-haired, broad and squat, and jarl Svard the Scratcher, older, slimmer and taller, with a few score of their drengrs behind them being escorted into the courtyard by a ring of dragon-born, skraeling and dragon-worshippers. A handful of trolls strode before them, clearing a way through the gathering crowd none too gently. The prisoners were bought to stand close to Guðvarr, Sigrún and her drengrs.


Lik-Rifa took a step forward and a hush fell over the courtyard.


“People of Darl, a new age has dawned, and you are privileged to behold it.” She held her arms out wide. “You have a new queen. Not just of Darl, but of all Vigrið. Not some petty usurper, but a GOD.” She roared the last word, her mouth growing broader and longer, the flash of a red maw and rows of razored teeth, spittle spraying. Then her face returned to normal, human proportions, a twitch and shudder running through her jawline and cheek.


“Many of you fought against me yesterday,” she hissed, casting her baleful gaze across Glunn and Svard and their retinues of drengrs, and then to the warriors kneeling at the foot of the steps. “These are the drengrs of Helka, oathsworn to her. She is dead now, but these people are still sworn to her, or her bloodline.” She sniffed. “Helka was slain by my loyal allies,” she gestured to Guðvarr and Sigrún.


“And her son, Hakon,” Guðvarr squeaked. “I slew him,” he added.


“But one of Helka’s brood lives on, I am told,” Lik-Rifa said bitterly. She looked over her shoulder and Drekr stepped forward, leaned close to her.


“Estrid, Helka’s daughter,” Guðvarr heard Drekr say.


“Yes, Helka’s daughter. So, these warriors at my feet are still bound by their oaths of fealty.” She sighed and shook her head.


“Kill them,” she said.


There were shouts and screams for mercy from the drengrs, as trolls raised their clubs and brought them smashing down, blood spraying, bones cracking, flesh pulverised. The dragon-born stabbed, slashed and chopped with spears, swords, axes, a cacophony of screams and wails cut short and in a dozen heartbeats the drengrs were all dead, blood pooling into the hard-packed earth.


Guðvarr took a step backwards and with the back of his hand wiped a fine spattering of blood from his cheek. Even Jarl Sigrún looked shocked, but recovered herself quickly.


“Bring them forward,” Lik-Rifa gestured to jarls Glunn, Svard and their followers and they were pushed reluctantly towards the dragon-god.


“You two,” Lik-Rifa said, pointing a long-nailed finger at Glunn and Svard. “Step closer.”


The dragon-born parted and Glunn and Svard walked forwards, stopping close to Guðvarr in front of Helka’s executed drengrs.


“You are both jarls, I am told, who fought against me yesterday, because you had sworn oaths to Helka. Yes?”


“Aye,” Glunn Iron-Grip said, looking up at Lik-Rifa.


“And you?” Lik-Rifa said, when Svard did not answer.


“I did,” jarl Svard said. “But Helka is dead, and my oath does not bind me to her children.” He looked nervously to the dead at his feet.


“Well, quite,” Lik-Rifa said. “That point is exactly what I wished to discuss with you. Will you swear your oaths to me?”


“I will,” Svard said quickly.


Glunn Iron-Grip sniffed and spat, looked back at his drengrs and then up at Lik-Rifa. “If I swear my oath to you, fight for you, perhaps bleed for you, what will you do for me?”


A muscle twitched in Lik-Rifa’s cheek, then she smiled.


“I will make you mighty, and wealthy, and made famous by skálds for a thousand years. That is all you wish for, is it not?”


Glunn nodded. “Then I will swear my oath to you,” he said.


“Good,” Lik-Rifa said. Then she frowned. “But I do not think you are both worthy to serve me. Though perhaps one of you is …” She raised a hand. “Drekr, give them each a blade.”


Drekr stepped forwards and drew his seax and short-axe from his belt, threw them down the stairs to land at the feet of Glunn and Svard.


They both stared at the weapons.


“Well, what are you waiting for? Show me who is worthy,” Lik-Rifa said.


Glunn burst into motion, Svard a heartbeat later. Glunn swept up the seax as Svard reached for the axe and buried it to the hilt in Svard’s belly. A grunt and Svard sagged, knees weak and Glunn ripped the seax free. Svard collapsed, twitched for a few moments, mouth moving, and then he was still.


Glunn leaned down and wiped the blade clean on Svard’s tunic.


“It seems you are the worthy one,” Lik-Rifa said. “Will that man’s warriors follow you?”


Glunn looked back to his and Svard’s drengrs. “They will. I have just fought a holmganga with their jarl and won. By the laws of holmganga they can seek no vengeance, no reprisal. All that was Svard’s is now mine. So, yes, they will serve me. Won’t you,” he said to Svard’s drengrs.


A ripple of “ayes” rang out.


“Good,” Lik-Rifa said. “Now all this excitement has given me an appetite. You will come and eat with me. As will you,” Lik-Rifa said, pointing at Sigrún. “And you, Guthlaf,” she said, pointing at Guðvarr.


It’s Guðvarr, you idiot, he corrected Lik-Rifa in his head, then felt a moment of fear. Can she read my thoughts? She is a god, after all.


But Lik-Rifa said nothing, just turned and walked through the ruined doors of Helka’s Hall.


“Stay close,” Sigrún whispered to him as she climbed the hall’s steps.


With a sigh Guðvarr followed her.


Into the dragon’s den.









CHAPTER THREE


ELVAR


Elvar sat back in her father’s throne with a sigh. The seat from which he had ruled Snakavik and all the land as far as the eye could see from this mountaintop fortress.


“My father’s seat. My father’s hall. My seat, now, my hall, now,” she whispered to herself.


“What’s that?” a rumbling voice said behind her, and she twisted to look over her shoulder. Hrung stared unsettlingly back at her with his opaque eyes, his giant severed head upon a pedestal of stone.


“Just thinking on life, ancient Hrung,” she said. “And how it is so … changeable.” Not so long ago I was a warrior among many, fighting in a shield wall, defeated by dragon-born. And now …


She regarded the ruin of her father’s hall.


Close to her feet two chests had been placed, both filled with treasure from the god’s battleground, the plains of Oskutreð. Around them blood still stained the ground, visible here and there as dark patches among the snow that fell gently around her, settling on the dais and hard-packed earth of the hall floor and she pulled her bearskin cloak tighter about her neck. Broken timbers reared like the shattered bones of a great whale where the wolf-god Ulfrir had smashed the hall to kindling and above her a pewter sky sat heavy and bloated with fresh snow. Drengrs had been working to clear the destruction for some time, lifting timbers and rubble to uncover the wounded and remove the dead, drengrs who until yesterday had been oathsworn to her father, Jarl Störr.


Oathsworn to him no longer, as he is meat in Ulfrir’s belly, and I put a sword in his heir, my brother Thorun.


Elvar saw members of the Battle-Grim spread around the hall, Orv the Sneak with his bow in hand, an arrow loosely nocked, Sólín Spittle leaning against a timber column, one hand on the hilt of her sheathed sword, Urt the Unwashed standing close to the entrance, others lurking in the shadows.


They are guarding me, my Battle-Grim. Not that I need guarding now. She glanced at the warriors spread around her like a cupped hand, all of them tall and broad, braided beards and mail-clad, axes and knives hanging from their weapons belts. Over a score of Berserkir.


My Berserkir.


By some strange Galdur-magic, with the death of her father and elder brother the power of control had shifted to Elvar, the next in line to the kingdom, which is what she had wanted, what she had come here for. What she had hoped for.


Be careful what you wish for.


One of the Berserkir stood apart from the others: Berak, dark and hulking. Elvar remembered tracking him to Iskalt Island, hunting him down and finding him in battle with a young bull troll. Her hand went to the troll tusk hanging at her neck. That seemed a lifetime ago. Berak was stooped, talking quietly with Uspa, his wife, and Elvar’s Seiðr-witch. Uspa with her tattooed arms and lower jaw, a seax taken from the plain of Oskutreð hanging at her belt. It had been Uspa who had set this new path in motion, Uspa who had told them she knew the way to Oskutreð, Uspa who had sworn them all to help find her kidnapped son with the blóð svarið, her Seiðr-spell.


Uspa who planted this curse in my blood.


“Ahh, that is one of the marvels of life,” Hrung said behind her, “how it can change on a knife-edge. It keeps things interesting.”


“I doubt my father would agree with you,” Elvar said darkly. “Or my brother.”


She had killed her brother, cut his throat with her blade after he’d tried to have her slaughtered. Thorun’s corpse had been removed from the hall along with the other bodies. There was little left of her father to take away. He had been eaten by Ulfrir.


My father is dead. Long had she dreamed of killing her father. She had hated him, yet at the same time craved his respect. In her imaginings she would always say cutting words to him, see him crumble with grief over his treatment of her, listen to his pleading attempts at a reconciliation. Occasionally she would even allow him to live.


But none of that had happened. Instead, he had been swept up by Skuld and cast into the jaws of a giant wolf, torn to shreds in a heartbeat.


Elvar thought she would have felt elated, victorious, full of a grim satisfaction at the vengeance she owed her father.


All she felt was numb.


“You are right there,” Hrung chuckled, Elvar feeling it vibrate through her body. “Life can be fickle.”


“Heya,” Ulfrir agreed from the shadows, fingering the collar around his neck.


“Ahh, Ulfrir, my friend,” Hrung rumbled, “you are a thrall now, which I must admit is not the best life to live, but things could be worse.”


“Could they?” Skuld sniffed, scowling at Elvar, who had put the iron collar around hers and her father’s necks.


“Aye. You could be just a head, and that is not a life I’d recommend.”


Ulfrir tipped his head in acknowledgement.


“Uspa, Berak,” Elvar called out, and the Seiðr-witch and Berserkir approached her.


“Jarl Elvar,” they both said.


“Our treasure,” Elvar said, gesturing to the two chests at her feet, “they must be moved to my father’s treasury.” She nodded to a door towards the rear of the shattered hall. “Uspa, protect them with your Seiðr-words.”


Uspa nodded and Berak moved to pick one up.


“Not yet,” Elvar said. “I have need of them, first.”


On a bench before the dais, close to Elvar, sat her younger brother, Broðir. His eyes kept flickering to ruins of the hall and back, nervously, to Elvar and the living gods who now sat among them.


Should I have killed Broðir, too? Her father would have advised her to. Broðir was the last of her bloodline, the only one who would benefit from her death. Killing me would give him power over the Berserkirs, and that is a great deal of power. But he had surrendered to her, and she had not been able to plunge her sword into him as she had done to the detestable Thorun. She had always liked Broðir.


And I am not my father’s daughter. Not in the ways that matter. I refuse to be.


Beside her brother sat her father’s Galdurwoman, Silrið. Tall, fair-haired, her face all hard lines, a necklace of bones around her neck. Elvar trusted her less than a viper in her boots, but in the heat of battle Silrið had changed sides and gifted Thorun to her, so for now Elvar would keep the Galdurwoman close, until she had decided what to do with her.


A gust of wind and snow wailed into the room through one of the walls that had been smashed to splintered pulp and Elvar could see crowds gathering in the street beyond to stare in at the carnage.


Not come to see me, I think. She glanced to her left, where Ulfrir stood, changed from his wolf-form back to a man now, wrapped in his wolf-pelt cloak, his grey-black hair framing a sharp-lined and deep-shadowed face, amber eyes burning like coals. His daughter, Skuld, stood beside him, her red hair a smear of colour in the pale hall. Her wings were folded across her back, no longer hidden beneath her cloak. People in the street gawped and pointed. Skuld sneered at them and looked away.


Scuffed footsteps and Sighvat the Fat lumbered into the ruined hall, a sealskin cloak pulled tight around him, a steaming bowl of porridge in his big hand. He approached Elvar on the dais, reached the Berserkir and growled something at them, but they stayed where they were, blocking his way.


“Let him through,” Elvar called down to them and they parted, Sighvat stomping through them with a glower.


“… trying to stop me getting to my chief, the arselings,” he was muttering as he reached Elvar. “Here, chief,” he said, holding out the bowl of porridge. “It’s good, I put honey in it myself.”


“I’m not hungry,” Elvar muttered.


“’Course you are,” Sighvat said, “you just don’t realise it. Sometimes the killing can rob your appetite, but, trust me, you’re hungry. And being hungry steals your wits from you, and right now we need our deep-cunning chief with all her wits about her. So, please, eat.” He offered the bowl of porridge again and to Elvar’s surprise her stomach growled. This time she took it.


Sighvat smiled, nodding, then looked around at the devastation in the hall, at the heaps of the dead, where they had been piled, at carpenters and builders working at the clearing and repairing of the hall, at people gathering in the street, and he puffed his cheeks and blew out a long breath.


“I’ve a feeling your plan worked out well, but …” he looked around and leaned closer. “What do we do now?” he whispered.


Good question.


“We have a task to do,” she said to Sighvat, one hand going to the knotwork scar hidden beneath her sleeve of mail. The scar that was the seal and reminder of her blood oath. “Best we get on and do it.”


“Aye,” Sighvat muttered glumly. Absently he put the back of his hand to his mouth and bit down, pulled out a long splinter and spat it on the ground.


Figures entered the hall, approaching through the snow and debris. Grend led them, his weathered crag of a face stern, a woollen cloak wrapped around him. One hand rested on the head of his axe hanging at his belt. Beside him walked Gytha, champion of Jarl Störr, dark hair braided tight, an old scar running from her cheek into her top lip.


Yesterday she fought against me. What will today bring, I wonder?


Behind them more than two score men and women followed, all warriors wrapped in fur and mail, weapon-clad.


Grend reached the foot of the dais where the Berserkir stood guard and paused.


“Move,” Elvar said with a flick of her hand and the Berserkir parted.


“I have brought them, as you asked,” Grend said as he came to stand beside Elvar, shuffling close to her right side and turning to stare balefully out at the crowd gathered before them. “Your father’s petty jarls, Snakavik’s captains, and the chiefs of all the mercenary bands who answered your father’s call.”


Elvar sat and looked at them, met their eyes. She saw questions there, fear, wonder, resentment. Greed. Many eyes flickered between Ulfrir, Skuld and the chests at Elvar’s feet.


She sucked in a deep breath and stood. She still wore her bloodstained brynja from the battle, her sword hanging at her hip and a gold ring wrapped about her arm. Agnar’s black bearskin cloak hung about her shoulders. She focused first on Gytha and her father’s drengrs.


“I have slain the man you were sworn to,” Elvar said, relieved that her voice did not betray the depths of her worry. “Gytha, what will you do now?”


Gytha took a step forward and a handful of Berserkir growled.


“We fought you and lost,” Gytha said with a shrug, ignoring the Berserkirs. “To my thinking, Jarl Störr is dead, and you are his eldest still breathing. You are our jarl now, by birthright and by battle claim. I would swear my oath to you, to serve you as I served your father.”


Jarl. She felt a flutter in her belly at that. Dread and excitement mingled.


Elvar nodded, trying not to let the relief she felt etch itself across her face. “And my father’s drengrs?” she asked, letting her eyes move slowly across the mail-clad warriors gathered behind Gytha.


“They feel the same as I,” Gytha said.


“I would hear it from them.”


“We are ready to swear you our oaths,” a man said, tall and wiry, a red-haired beard.


“Aye,” another drengr said, and one by one each captain stepped forward and added their voice.


“Good,” Elvar nodded. Her eyes moved to a handful of men and women, all mail-clad, with rings of silver or gold about their arms. Her father’s petty jarls.


“And you all?” Elvar said. “You served my father well. Will you serve me?”


A woman stepped forwards, mouse-haired, broad and squat and clothed in a fine brynja, two bearded axes thrust through her weapons belt.


“Runa Red-Axe,” Elvar said.


“We swore our oaths to your father, and you have bested him. You rule here now. We will swear our oaths to you,” Runa said.


Elvar nodded. “I will hear your oaths, but save them until you know where it will take you.” She shifted her gaze to look at the other group of warriors gathered behind the jarls and drengrs. “And what of you chieftains and your mercenary bands?”


“We were sworn to Jarl Störr’s war against Queen Helka,” a man said. A tangle of black hair, his beard covering most of his face, a shield with two ravens hanging loosely in his grip. “We will happily take your silver for the same job.” His eyes flickered to the treasure chests at Elvar’s feet.


“You were sworn to my father’s war, Hjalmar Peacemaker, chief of the Fell-Hearted,” Elvar said. “But that is not my war. I have a different battle to fight.”


Uspa moved away from Berak and came to stand at Elvar’s left hand. Elvar noticed the Berserkir did not try to stop her.


“My battle is against Lik-Rifa, the dragon-god. Against her dragon-born children, against her dragon-cult followers, and against the vaesen that have flocked to her.”


A silence filled the hall, gusts of wind and snow swirling.


“Fighting a god, now that is different from fighting a jarl. More expensive than fighting a jarl, I would say,” a fair-haired woman called out, a silver-gilt sword at her hip. “Two things are needed for us to side with you. More silver than your father promised, and the knowledge that we will have a chance to live and spend it. Fighting a dragon is no small thing.”


“Fair points, Ingvild Wave-Roamer,” Elvar said. “I have been to Oskutreð, I have seen the battleground of the gods, I have seen the dragon set free, and she is fearsome. But she is just one dragon, and I have Ulfrir the wolf-god and his winged daughter, Skuld, and they are fearsome, too. I have my father’s Berserkir, I have the jarls and drengrs of Jarl Störr, and I have the feared Battle-Grim. And I have a river of gold and silver to pay you all.” She stood and kicked one of the chests, its lid bursting open to reveal a heap of gold and silver coins, cups, jewellery, and gems spilling out. “And I have enough left over to pay a thousand more warbands like you. If you follow me, I cannot promise you will all survive, but those who do, you will be rich beyond your wildest imaginings.”


Another silence, Sighvat leaning close to whisper. “You speak well, you almost make me want to go and fight a dragon. Almost.”


And then Hjalmar Peacemaker punched his arm into the air.


“Jarl Elvar,” he bellowed, his eyes never leaving the open chest of treasure. “Jarl Elvar, Jarl Elvar.”


Every warrior in the room raised their arm and took up the cry.









CHAPTER FOUR


ORKA


“I am going to kill you,” Orka spat through a mouthful of blood.


“You can try,” Rotta snarled as he slammed his fist into Orka’s nose, “others have and yet, look, here I am still …”


The last time Orka had seen Rotta he had been transforming into his rat form, screaming in agony after Spert had vomited his black-breath pestilence upon the god. Rotta had returned to his human form now, his face a mass of weeping sores and red weals from Spert’s venom. A red stain on the rat-god’s tunic was the only evidence that he had been skewered through the chest by a spear cast by Halja Flat-Nose as well, but the spear was gone now, and Rotta seemed remarkably alive and healthy. Although his ruined face twitched and juddered, raw holes weeping blood and pus, pain and rage shuddering through him. “Where is my brother?” he snarled through gritted teeth.


Orka just gave him her wolf-grin, showing bloodied teeth through her blue-tinged, shivering lips and Rotta drew his fist back.


A pale sun glinted on ice-crusted snow, Orka lying on the charred ground before the broken gates and walls of Svelgarth, clouds of smoke swirling sluggishly as the town burned. She was dimly aware of a crowd gathered around her, trolls looming, tennúr hovering in the air, spertus and frost-spiders scuttling. But everything was blurred and ice-tinged, the frost-spider venom still coursing through her veins, her limbs numb, the wolf in her blood distant, confused and cowed by the ice that had flooded her.


Rotta’s fist slammed into her face again, snapping her head back onto the ground, the sound of cartilage cracking. She rolled her head, a burning sensation in her neck as muscles slowly began to return to her control.


When my body returns to me I will show you why the rat fears the wolf.


“Strange, the power of emotion,” Rotta grunted as he pounded Orka with another blow. “My intellect tells me that this is not the way to get you to talk, I am aware that violence is unlikely to give me the answers that I want.” He paused, wiped sweat and dribbling blood from his face, “And yet, I cannot stop. It feels so satisfying.”


Voices drifted through the smoke and Rotta turned to look over his shoulder, a red-knuckled fist raised high. Figures emerged from clouds of smoke and ash, the first one a dark-haired woman dressed in oil-black mail, a raven’s feather braided with silver wire into her hair. One of her eye sockets was a puckered, scarred hole. She gripped a rope in her fist, dragging a handful of bound captives behind her, a man, a woman and a child.


Myrk. Orka spat a glob of blue-tinged blood.


“Jarl Orlyg’s brats,” Myrk called out as she strode towards Rotta, hauling her stumbling prisoners, and then she saw Orka. Her face shifted, red flecks sparking to life in her one eye, and she threw the rope in her fist to a warrior behind her, hands reaching for sword and seax at her belt as she broke into a run.


“No,” Rotta said, taking a step to stand between Myrk and Orka. Myrk twisted to run around him, and Rotta moved again, faster than Orka thought possible, and then Myrk was bouncing off him, falling onto the ground and rolling to one knee.


“No,” Rotta said again.


“This bitch took my eye,” Myrk snarled, “I have sworn to kill her.”


“Perhaps you will kill her, perhaps you won’t, but you will definitely not kill her now,” Rotta said. “She’s one of my brother’s ilk, has spoken to him, may know where he is lurking. And, besides, you are not the only one who owes this she-wolf a red death.” He gestured to the ruin of his face, then to bodies laid out upon the snow. A hulking, red-haired warrior, his face purple and swollen, a lattice of black veins and unseeing eyes. A dozen dead skraeling. A white-haired warrior mumbling and twitching, blood frothing through his torn cheek and jaw. He looked like he would soon be joining the dead. Other corpses were being carried over and laid beside the fallen.


“Look at the results of your visit,” Rotta said to Orka with a sweep of his hand. “Ill-mannered, I call it,” he tutted.


Orka looked at the dead and wounded. “They stood in my way,” she grunted. They tried to keep my son from me.


Breca, where are you? She knew the river she had thrown him into would have carried him to the lake and meeting point, where Gunnar Prow, Halja and the others would surely be. They will get him away from here. But she remembered the frost-spiders that had hunted her down, felt a stab of fear at the thought of them catching Breca before he reached the lake. Some life was returning to her fingers, a tingling burn in her joints and knuckles and she clenched her fists, but her wrists were bound with frost-spider web. She looked at the sky, saw it was past midday. No, if they had caught him, they would have brought him back by now. He is away with the others. That thought seeped through her. She had been chasing after Breca for so long, trying to find him, trying to save him from these niðing dragon-born, that it snatched her breath away to realise she had accomplished that goal. He is free, my Breca. I have done what I came to do. She blew out a long breath, feeling the truth of that settle in her heart, and looked up at Rotta and Myrk. There are more I would like to kill, though. These two, for a start. And Drekr, who slew my Thorkel. And Lik-Rifa is behind it all – so I owe her a blood debt.


“You have beaten her half to death,” Myrk growled sullenly as she stood, reluctantly sheathing her sword and seax.


“Yes, half to death, not to full death,” Rotta said as he regarded his blood-spattered, mangled knuckles. “Unfortunately, she must live, for now.”


“She will not talk, she is a stubborn bitch,” Myrk said, stepping closer to Orka.


“There is always a path to making someone talk,” Rotta said. “Pain is usually the fastest road, but not with her. Not her own pain, anyway.” He looked at Myrk. “Feel free to try, as long as you promise to act with … restraint.”


Myrk grinned and kicked Orka in the belly.


Feeling was returning to Orka, the ice in her veins thinning, retreating, and she felt the power of Myrk’s kick shudder through her gut. She rolled onto her side, retching, and spitting out blue-tinged bile.


“Where is Ulfrir?” Rotta asked her.


Orka spat blood at his feet, felt the wolf returning to her and she glowered up at him with amber-flecked eyes.


“See,” Rotta shrugged to Myrk.


Myrk screeched and kicked Orka again.


“Good girl,” Rotta clapped. “Whatever you do, do it with all your heart.”


Myrk drew back for another kick and paused, staring at Orka. “I will take these back,” she snarled, seeing what hung from Orka’s weapons belt. She ripped the buckle undone and dragged the belt from Orka’s waist. “My brother will be glad at the return of these,” she said, dangling two finely wrought seaxes in leather-tooled scabbards before Orka. “I believe he left them in your dead niðing husband.”


My Thorkel.


Without thought Orka struggled against her bonds, veins bulging, the wolf in her heart howling. Thorkel’s blood-streaked face filled her thought-cage, her oath to avenge him a storm in her blood.


Myrk laughed.


“You see, she feels more for others than herself,” Rotta said thoughtfully. “Even when they’re dead. The road to loosening her lips about my brother lies with her son.”


“Well, where is the little shite?” Myrk asked, still smiling down at Orka.


“Escaped,” Rotta said, “but we shall find him. And then … then she shall tell us whatever we need to know.”


Screams and whimpers drew their attention and they all looked to see a fur-clad man step from the wooded slopes, a line of bound children stumbling behind him.


A cold fist clenched around Orka’s heart.









CHAPTER FIVE


BIÓRR


Biórr grunted as he lifted Ilmur’s corpse under the shoulders, a long-armed skraeling named Skaga hefting Ilmur’s ankles. They strode through the carnage of last night, bodies strewn on the ground, burned-out tents and wagons smashed to kindling in Rotta’s agony and rage, and made their way to the pile of the dead, close to where Rotta had been venting his pain and fury on a bound and frost-spider-poisoned Orka.


I hate that woman, Biórr thought, eyes on Orka as he laid Ilmur’s corpse beside Storolf. He looked down at his dead friends, felt the weight of grief in his chest, a constriction in his throat, a burning in his eyes. Felt a measure of responsibility and guilt, as well. I almost let Breca go, almost let Orka and the boy leave. Perhaps I should have. Ilmur and Storolf would still be alive. It was self-preservation, that strongest of instincts that he had inherited from his rat-god blood that had guided him, made him shout out a warning and draw his weapon. Made him attack Orka and her Bloodsworn companions. He had been tasked with guarding the Tainted children and knew that there were already those within the warband who viewed him with suspicion after Kráka the Seiðr-witch’s attempted escape with Bjarn.


I had no choice.


He heard Myrk’s sharp voice and saw her standing over Orka, holding a weapons belt with two sheathed seaxes upon it. Then her head turned to look to the wooded slopes of the valley.


Brák Trolls-Bane was emerging from the trees, draped in a wolf pelt, a whip in one hand, his troll-tusk necklace glinting in the pale sun. He led a handful of children, all bound at the wrist, a dozen of Brák’s hunters spread around them, Tainted humans, skraeling, a few tennúr whirring in the air above.


“Get on,” Brák snarled as he cracked his whip. Children whimpered.


Brák led them to stand before Rotta. He looked down at Orka, hawked and spat on her.


“Found some of the little runts,” Brák grunted at Rotta.


“Breca?” Rotta asked, eyes scouring the line of children.


“No,” Brák said. “There’s no trace of that goat turd. No tracks, no scent past where she was caught,” he said, nudging Orka with his toe.


Biórr saw the relief flicker across Orka’s face.


“Think he must have jumped into the river.” Brák shrugged. “Most likely drowned, or frozen.”


“I want his body, dead or alive,” Rotta said. “Find him.”


Brák nodded. “What about these,” he said, gesturing to the captured children behind him. “I could nail them to a tree, make an example of them to any others thinking about making a run for it. I’ve a bag of nails I made just for the job.” He patted a pouch at his belt.


“No,” Rotta frowned. “They have god-blood in their veins. They are best living and fighting for us.”


“Aye,” Brák said, the twist of his face suggesting he didn’t agree.


“Put them in a wagon and leave them bound, for now,” Rotta said. “Biórr will guard them, won’t you, Biórr?”


“Yes, lord,” Biórr called out. “Skaga,” he said to the skraeling, “take them.”


“Aye,” Skaga grunted and loped over to Brák.


Biórr squatted down beside Red Fain. The white-haired warrior was sitting propped up against the shattered wheel of a wagon. One side of his face was bound with cloth, where Orka had bitten him. She had torn and ripped his cheek and jaw to bloodied strips. Fresh blood was seeping through the bandage and Fain was shivering with the first touches of a fever.


“My Storolf,” Fain wheezed as he reached out and took his dead son’s hand. He looked at Biórr. “The cost of this war,” he said through his tears, “I fear it is more than I can bear. Fear I cannot go on.”


“We must bear it,” Biórr said, “or else the world stays as it is, our kind thralled, beaten, killed. We are the hard edge that will change the world.” He sighed, puffed his cheeks, looking at Storolf and Ilmur, a fresh wave of emotion building in his chest. “To stop now, to walk away now, would mean they died in vain. Their deaths, their sacrifice, it must count. It must mean something.” Biórr reached out and laid his hand upon Fain’s and Storolf’s, squeezed them as he held Fain’s gaze. “Heal, old man, and then we will change the world.” He glanced at Orka on the ground before Rotta. “And we will have our vengeance.”


Fain’s face twitched, blood and froth seeping through the bandage of his torn cheek, emotions at war within him. Eventually he nodded.


“Biórr,” Rotta called out, gesturing and Biórr stood and strode over to the god.


“I’m going to go and find your wolf cub,” Brák was saying to Orka. “This is what I do to wolves,” he added, spreading his wolf pelt wide. “Perhaps there’ll be enough skin on your Breca to make a decent belt.”


Orka pulled her lips back, snarling.


Brák walked away chuckling. “With me,” he called out and his hunting crew drew in about him, all of them disappearing into the treeline.


“Biórr, I want you to guard our new guests,” Rotta said, nodding down at Orka, then gesturing to the bound prisoners Myrk had led out of Svelgarth.


“Yes, lord,” Biórr said, nodding a greeting to Myrk.


“Lover,” she said to him, a smile twitching her lips.


He blushed. Myrk always made him blush.


I don’t want to guard Orka, I want to kill her, he thought, trying to keep his emotions from his face, though his eyes were drawn to Orka. Bloodied and bound as she was, violence still radiated from her like a heat haze. And why am I always the one guarding children and prisoners. This age will be sung of by skálds, and when will I be mentioned?


“This is no small task,” Rotta said, seeming to read his mind. “It is important. Orka has spoken with my arseling, bite-first-and-talk-later brother; she could help us end this war if we find him before he has time to consolidate his power. And the Tainted children, they must be won over to us, else they will end up fighting against us. I am trusting you with this task as I need someone with a clear head. A thinker,” he tapped his head and glanced at Myrk.


Yes, well Myrk tends to act first and think … not much at all.


“Yes, lord,” he repeated.


“Good man,” Rotta said, clapping a huge hand on Biórr’s shoulder. “Make ready to leave,” he bellowed, his god-voice filling the valley and shaking the tree-shrouded slopes.


The camp burst into motion, people, trolls, skraeling, frost-spiders, spertus all moving, tennúr taking to the air in a flurry of wings.


“Where are we going, lord?” Biórr asked Rotta.


“South-west, to Darl,” Rotta said. “To rally with my sister.” He looked at Orka and smirked. “She’s going to love meeting you.”









CHAPTER SIX


VARG


Varg sat on a bench in the hall of Valdai, eating pork and onions, hard cheese and warm flatbread.


Most of the Bloodsworn were there, eating their evening meal, the carcass of a wild boar turning on a spit over a fire pit. Glornir sat with Vol and Edel, leaning close in deep conversation.


Svik sat down beside Varg with a wooden plate full of food in one hand and a cup of mead in the other.


“What do you think?” Varg asked him.


“About what?” Svik said, filling his mouth with cheese and thinly sliced onion.


“About the dragon. About what we are going to do!” Varg said, stunned that Svik had to ask. He had been able to think of little else since Vesli and the two giant ravens had arrived.


“Glornir’s the chief, it’s his decision to gnaw at,” Svik shrugged. “Fight the dragon, fight someone else. Fighting is what we do, but it is Glornir who decides who we fight. Or what.” He shrugged again.


Røkia joined them, pausing to examine the stitches in Varg’s cheek. She brushed them gently with her fingertips and Varg felt his neck flush with heat.


Svik smirked.


“What?” Røkia said.


Svik just shook his head.


“What do you think, about the dragon?” Varg asked Røkia.


“It will be the fight to end all fights. Obviously we must be there,” Røkia said with enthusiasm. “Imagine the songs that will be sung about us.”


“Not much use if we’re all too dead to hear them,” Varg muttered. “This is the attitude I’m worried about.”


Røkia rolled her eyes.


The hall doors opened and Sulich entered with a handful of his kin behind him. The sound of bones cracking and flesh tearing filtered in from the courtyard beyond. Varg pulled a face.


“How can those ravens still be eating,” he asked.


“Look at it this way,” Svik told him cheerfully, “the more they eat, the less there is to stink up the place when the bodies start rotting.”


Once Vesli had delivered her message from Orka she had asked politely if she could rip the teeth from the gums of the dead that lay piled in the courtyard. Glornir had told her she could help herself to any part of Jaromir’s druzhina that she wished to eat, at which point the ravens had started hopping from foot to foot and croaking about how hungry they were, having flown hundreds of leagues out of the kindness of their hearts, just as a favour to a friend. Glornir had told them they could feast on the dead, as long as they did not dig up the Bloodsworn who had been buried, and the ravens had wasted no time in getting started. Varg had left the courtyard soon after, the sound of their meal turning his stomach.


“Everyone has to eat,” Røkia shrugged.


“I know, but …” Varg wished he could block his ears. Even with one of them missing he still managed to hear the sounds drifting in from the courtyard perfectly well. Too well.


Perhaps it is the wolf in my blood, he mused.


Sulich and his kin sat at the bench opposite Varg. Some were dark-skinned like Taras the Bull, others pale as Røkia, and others every hue in between. Some had shaven heads and braids, like Sulich, others were shaved to stubble, as Varg had been when he was a thrall. Many of them had a wariness about them, twitching at every sound or creak of the doors. Some had red weals around their necks where thrall-collars had rubbed them raw and Varg felt his own hand twitch, moving to the scars about his own neck.


“You are free now,” he said without thinking.


“Aye, brother,” Sulich said to him, “they are. They know it, up here.” He put two fingers to his temple, “But some do not know it here, yet.” The same hand moved to his heart.


“It takes time,” Varg said, adjusting the neckline of his mail and tunic to show them his own scars.


A black-skinned woman nodded her thanks to him.


“Why were you locked in Jaromir’s cellars?” Svik asked them.


“Jaromir and Rurik are planning a war,” the black-skinned woman said. “We are Tainted,” she gestured with her hand to the others around her. “They were going to use us, as weapons.”


“Jaromir isn’t planning anything now,” Svik grinned.


“No,” agreed Sulich. “He cannot hurt you now, Kesha.”


“Jaromir cannot,” Kesha agreed. “But Rurik can.” She glanced at the doors. “We should leave.”


“We will leave with the sun,” Sulich said. “You are safe here tonight.”


Kesha did not answer, but did not look as if she agreed.


“What war?” Røkia asked.


“To invade Vigrið,” Kesha said. “To impress their father. Our father.”


“Kirill, the Khagan of Iskidan?” Varg asked.


“Yes,” Kesha nodded.


Svik whistled. “Those two had big stones, I’ll give them that,” Svik said.


There was a whirring of wings and Vesli the tennúr swept into the hall. She was labouring through the air, her wings working hard, and then Varg saw why and grimaced. The bag at her belt was huge, bulging, almost splitting.


She has filled it with the teeth of the dead druzhina.


Vesli alighted on the bench in front of Glornir and Vol.


Glornir nodded to her and stood, his bench scraping. “Bloodsworn,” he said. “We have a decision to make.” He looked around as a hush fell over the hall. “Orka Skullsplitter has sent us a message. We have been offered a job by Elvar of the Battle-Grim. Do you wish to fight this dragon?”


“It’s your decision, chief,” Svik called out. “We’ll go where you point us.”


“I know,” Glornir said. “But it is no small thing, to make war against a god. I would know your hearts on this.”


“We should fight her,” Svik said. “From my understanding, the gold being offered will make us rich beyond our wildest dreams.” Svik considered. “And I can dream a lot.” The warriors around him laughed. “But we’ll need to go and get Einar Half-Troll and Æsa first from that gods-cursed tongue-eaters’ island.”


Einar’s cracked skull from the battle with the parasitic creature on the island off the coast of Iskidan had meant he’d been unable to travel and Æsa had volunteered to stay with him – and the children they had rescued – to heal him. Varg only hoped they were all still alive.


Glornir nodded. “Whatever we do, Einar and Æsa will be with us,” Glornir said.


“Obviously Æsa will want to fight the dragon,” Svik said to chuckles around the hall. “And Einar will most likely enjoy the challenge of fighting something bigger than himself for a change.”


Others laughed and Glornir grunted. He looked around the hall, eyes settling on Edel.


“We should fight,” she said, tugging on the ear of the hound sitting at her feet. “I do not think this is a problem that will go away. Best to end it now, before it grows. And I’ve seen these dragon-born.” She pulled a sour face. “I did not like them much.”


Glornir went around the room, asking each of them, leaving no one out. Eventually he reached Varg.


“Well, No-Sense?” Glornir asked him.


“I do not like the thought of fighting a dragon,” Varg said.


“Only Æsa is mad enough to like that thought,” Svik said, laughter rippling around the hall.


“But,” Varg continued, “I think Edel is right. A dragon-god is not going to just go away, and if only half of the tales are true, having her loose in Vigrið is no good thing for anybody.”


There were nods and heyas of agreement around the hall.


“Wise words from No-Sense,” Svik said, feigning shock. “The world is indeed changing.”


“And you, Glornir,” Vol asked, “what do you think about going back to Vigrið to fight this dragon?”


“Her followers killed my brother,” he growled. “And they have stolen my nephew. That is all I need to know.”


Vesli hissed and Glornir looked at her. “Not just Breca stolen.” Vesli told him. “In Vesli’s hunger, she forgot part of mistress Orka’s message.” Her belly was swollen, and she picked a sliver of flesh from between her teeth, examined it and flicked it away. Belched.


“What did you forget?” Glornir prompted her.


Vesli concentrated. “Mistress Orka said to tell you that Uspa the Seiðr-witch is with Elvar and the Battle-Grim.”


“Uspa is with them!” Vol said, rising from her chair.


“Who’s Uspa?” Varg whispered.


“Vol’s sister,” Røkia answered.


“There’s more,” Vesli squeaked. “Mistress Orka said to tell you that the dragon-born have taken Uspa’s son, Bjarn.”


“Taken Bjarn!” Vol snarled. A dark fire kindled in her eyes.


Glornir reached out and wrapped a big hand around hers. He looked around the hall.


“It is decided, then. The Bloodsworn will fight this dragon. We leave at dawn for the Sea-Wolf.”


Varg sat on his bed roll, leaning against the wall of the hall. The fire pit had burned down to embers, casting the hall in red-gilded shadow. Svik snored one side of him, and Røkia lay with her back to him on the other. She was twitching, her lips moving, muttering incoherent words.


Dreaming.


Varg had been having strange dreams of late, too. Of a black wolf calling to him. Of a green-eyed man staring at him from the shadows. But that was not the reason he had not lain down to sleep.


Soft footfalls and Vol stood over him.


“Are you ready?” she asked him.


Varg sucked in a breath. “Aye,” he breathed.


“Follow,” Vol said, turned and walked away.


Varg rose quietly and stepped over Røkia’s sleeping form. Her hand reached out and touched his leg.


“I will come with you, if you wish,” she said, looking up at him.


He paused a moment, then nodded. She rose soundlessly and together they passed through the hall, following Vol as she climbed onto the dais and walked through the shattered door at the back of the hall. Varg and Røkia hurried after her, seeing her disappear down a stairwell. The fire glow from the hall lit the first few steps but they were in darkness by the time they reached the corridor at the stairwell’s end.


Varg whispered to the wolf in his blood and his vision grew sharper, Vol separating from the shadows ahead of him, striding down the corridor.


“Logi,” Vol growled and iron sconces on the walls crackled into flame as she passed them. She took a torch from the wall and turned into a room, Varg and Røkia following close behind.


Jaromir’s corpse still lay slumped against the bars of the hidden room, his body pierced by a thousand splinters of wood. Vol ignored him, walked to the desk in the middle of the room and rested the torch upon it. She drew a small seax from her belt and sliced a red line across her palm, clenched her fist until blood welled at her fingertips, then traced sharp lines with her blood across the desk. Sixteen lines radiating out from the torch, joined like a spiderweb. She inscribed runes at the end of each line.


“Give me your sister’s lock of hair,” Vol said, opening her bloodied palm.


Varg fumbled with the pouch at his belt, his heart abruptly hammering in his chest. Pulled out the lock of hair and put it in Vol’s open hand.


“Your sister’s name?” Vol asked.


“Frøya,” Varg said.


Vol closed her eyes and clenched her fist around the hair.


“Andi Frøya, ég kalla þig. Síðasta sýn Frøya, ég kalla þig, síðasti andardráttur Freyja, ég kalla þig, kallaður af blóði, af holdi, af hári, af beinum, kallaður af krafti Snaka,” Vol intoned, then opened her palm and dropped the bloodied hair into the torch’s flames.


Varg gasped and involuntarily snatched at the hair, and Røkia gripped his wrist. It was all that he had left of his sister.


The flames hissed and crackled, climbing higher, spreading within the boundaries of Vol’s blood-stave.


The air grew colder, the room darker, only the flames visible. Varg shivered, blew out misted breath. The flames grew higher, and an image appeared within them. Seeing through someone else’s eyes. They were running through woodland, trees rearing, boughs heavy with snow. The sound of laboured breathing, the crunch of footfalls through snow, running, stumbling. Varg felt an overwhelming weight of exhaustion fill him, his limbs heavy, his lungs burning.


“What is happening?” Varg hissed.


“You are seeing through Frøya’s eyes,” Vol said gently. “Seeing what she saw, hearing what she heard, feeling what she felt.”


Voices shouting, a spike of fear in Frøya that echoed through Varg and she increased her pace, tripped over a branch hidden by snow, stumbled, righted herself, ran on. An impact that Varg felt on his back and Frøya cried out, fell to the ground, snow in her face, pain lancing through her shoulder blades. Varg felt it all, the pain, the cold, the fear.


Frøya tried to rise, got to her hands and knees, voices loud behind her, another crack to her back and she collapsed, a weight pinning her to the ground.


“Didn’t think you could escape me, did you, you niðing little bitch?” a voice in her ear. A hand on the back of her head, grinding her face into the snow. In her eyes, her mouth, filling her nostrils, tasted pine needles and damp earth. She tried to breathe, panicking, thrashed in her captor’s grip.


“Get her up,” a deep voice called out, dull and muted by the snow, and she was heaved from the ground, coughing snow, pine needles, dirt and sucking in deep breaths. Spun around and slammed into a tree, her breath crushed from her body. A man’s smiling face filled the flames, weathered and lined like the bark of an old tree, a raven’s feather bound in his hair, a necklace of teeth or tusks hanging around his neck. Behind him other figures approaching, one taller and broader than the rest, long black hair tied at the nape and a braided black beard. He wore two seaxes in fine-wrought scabbards at his belt. Varg memorised the faces, burned them into his thought-cage.


“Three times,” the black beard growled as he reached her. “Three times you’ve led my crew a dance. I told you no more. I’ve offered you wealth, a new life. Freedom.”


“What you’ve offered is not freedom,” Frøya snarled at him, thrashing and kicking at her captor, trying to bite him, her teeth clacking. A knee in her belly, driving the breath from her and she slumped, her head drooping. “I just want to go back to my brother,” she wheezed.


Varg’s heart stuttered.


The dark-haired man leaned down to stare in Frøya’s eyes, and Varg saw the sparking of red flames in his pupils.


“Ungrateful, stupid,” he said.


“Murderer,” Frøya spat back at him.


“What shall I do with her, chief?” the weathered face said. “Reckon she should be made an example of. I can do that.”


A silence, dark hair staring at Frøya.


“Do it, Brák,” he said, turning his back and walking away.


A name. Varg thought. A face I will never forget, and a name. Other figures followed him, and Brák smiled. He struck Frøya across the mouth, Varg tasting blood, and Frøya dropped to her knees, looked up to see him opening a pouch at his belt, pulling out a long nail.


A rush of fear, and anger, new strength stirring in her blood and Varg recognised the touch of the wolf. She launched herself from the ground at the man, biting and clawing, and he cried out, fell stumbling back.


Unseen hands grabbed her arms, dragged her off Brák and he punched her in the gut, struck her on the side of the head with the butt end of the nail. All the strength emptied from her, her knees weak and she slumped in the grip of her captors.


“Hold her,” Brák snarled as he cuffed blood from scratches across his cheek and she was dragged back to a tree. He grabbed her wrists and wrenched them up high, slammed the nail through her palms and into the trunk.


Varg felt himself sobbing and didn’t know if it was from her shared terror or the horror he felt at her suffering. Røkia squeezed his hand.


Frøya’s screams filled the room, the flames writhing and twisting.


Brák pulled a seax from his belt and hammered the nail into the tree trunk with the seax’s butt end, each blow sending pain pulsing through Varg. When Brák was finished he stepped back and smiled up at her.


“Your pointless life will have a meaning now,” he said. “A lesson to others, to behave.”


“I pity you,” she snarled at him.


He stepped closer, pulled his arm back and stabbed his seax into her belly. It felt like a punch, numb at first. Then he began to drag the blade across her stomach, slicing her open. Pain like Varg had never felt before. He staggered, Røkia reaching out and steadying him. He felt Frøya’s strength leaving, her life emptying from her like a pierced sack of wine.


She sucked in one last breath.


“Varg,” she whispered as her head slumped and the image in the flames faded and disappeared.


Varg fell to his knees and howled.
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